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Many know that the humanities have been on the decline and on the defensive in education for years.  At the college level, the decline is evident in smaller numbers of courses, course enrollments, and majors in the humanities.  The decline attends not only the continuing devaluation of humanistic, and overvaluation of technical, studies, but also—my thesis—their dehumanization in many humanities departments.  The causes are professionalization prioritizing publications, and politicization pervading research and teaching in the humanities, especially in English literature, emphatically in Shakespeare, my special interest and, here, a proxy for works in the humanities.

My thesis reflects my mixed history of academic and non-academic vocations which give me both an insider’s knowledge and an outsider’s perspective on the college English profession and Shakespeare studies.  Happily, instead of a career as an affiliated English professor for which I had prepared by researching my dissertation and teaching writing and literature courses, I created a career for myself as an independent consultant in defense, energy, and the environment by exploiting a strong pre-college education in math and science, and a pre-graduate-school military experience in the Washington area and Vietnam.  Yet I kept old and made new academic friends; taught intermittently and peripatetically over a 50-year span in high schools and 2- and 4-year colleges in nine states and the District; and published a book and articles, and presented papers, in Shakespeare (many available at academia.edu.)

During this period, I have noted, and become concerned about, the increasing professionalization and politicization of humanistic studies.  Professionalization enlarges the divide between research and teaching by stressing scholarship which too often leads to results trivial as research and irrelevant in teaching.  Politicization attempts to narrow this divide by dogmatizing the study of the humanities with imported (though worthy) non-humanistic interests.  My purpose is to sketch the malign effects of these tendencies and trends on research and teaching in the humanities, and to suggest ways to bridge the divide and do justice to the humanistic enterprise by restating its meaning in modern terms.

*   *   *

As a result of the anti-war, civil rights, and women’s liberation movements, education in the humanities abandoned or lost its way.  Paradoxically, an expansion of the canon to include international, minority, women’s, and LGBT literature, and a contraction of focus to their social concerns have educated two straight generations of college students to be less knowledgeable about, and less respectful of knowledge of, the humanities than any previous generation.

The present is bleak, the future bleaker.  Much might be said about the innumerable educational deficiencies of NCLB and CCSS initiatives, but it must not excuse them by claiming that their ends justify their means.  For they reflect successive administrations pretending to reform education in English but favoring the deliberate debilitating of the humanities in conformity to the prejudices of the barons of business who have only the barbarians’ appreciation of what they do.  For example, CCSS (English), developed by combining the wisdom of “educrats” in almost all state departments of education, require knowledge 18th-, 19th-, and 20th-, but not 17th-, century “foundational works,” none named, not all necessarily literary.  As Helen Vendler has observed, students have long since not read enough of America’s literature to take pleasure in its masterpieces and pride in its achievement.  Except for Shakespeare and—hard to believe—Ovid, they name no English or world authors, and prescribe no works or courses in English or world literature.  

Yet, of the many interdependent causes and conditions, college professors in the humanities are more responsible than anyone or anything else for the half-century decline in the humanities.  They have developed loyalties to scholarly specialties and let atrophy allegiances to, and influence in, their academic institutions, with their broader educational commitments.  They have approved and applied the industrialization of scholarship to support decisions on tenure, promotion, and power or prestige.  They have politicized the research and teaching of English literature to make the humanities, or to maintain them as, relevant.  Ironically, these post-war developments have disserved not only professors and works in the humanities, but also students in humanities courses.  Now, repelled by their professors’ misdirections trivializing and one-dimensionalizing the humanities, their students are indifferent to them, do nothing to defend them, or even take their turn to discredit, discount, or dismiss them.

*   *   *

Professionalization establishes an enterprise of academic members who share interests, engage in research and teaching, agree on basic methods and standards of performance, and receive compensation for their efforts.  Typically, members cohere by publishing articles and books, and attending conferences.

English professors professionalized constitute a tribe, or in-group, with distinctive customs, taboos, lingos, and fashions which influence the choice of subjects, approaches, methods, and results deemed acceptable for advancement.  They have adopted a distinctive jargon—remember “paradigm shift”?—and an affected style which identify members, promote discourse, and preclude others.  Some derogate clear and graceful, and prefer clotted and contorted, prose.  Some use such occulting language to feign erudition or seriousness, to cloak an absence of thought or significance, or to suggest cultural superiority to the hoi polloi.  Ironically, some make themselves unintelligible to the very public, including students, whom they purport to wish to enlighten with their political criticism of society’s ills and injustices.  Tribes have their tribulations: elitist attitudes toward, or discriminatory treatment of, non-members; intellectual incest by the enforcers of fashion who resist new ideas; and stultification by incremental repetition of the routine.  In sum, academic tribes become snobbish, inbred, and boring.

In creating requirements for admitting and advancing members, professionalization has made publication per se proof of merit deserving of advancement.  Many colleges have made publication—the more, the better—the sufficient, teaching sometimes a necessary, condition for tenure and promotion.  Unintentionally, publishers, not peers, have come indirectly but disproportionately to influence those decisions.  Publications may simplify and support professional decision-making, but whether they, undoubted in quantity but dubious in quality, serve the humanities is a question.

This threat—publish or perish; in extremes, publish yet perish—prods many professors to search for subjects specialized or approaches stylish enough to warrant publication in journals, by presses, or at conferences, many proliferated to meet their needs.  The fortunate ones publish articles or books, or present papers, on increasingly minute or minor topics in traditional areas, trendy topics in areas traditional or nontraditional, or even topics altogether odd or obscure.  Whether such research benefits other research, not to mention teaching, is suspect.

Have I not read in a highly regarded journal an erudite article on Othello which begins with a long and detailed discussion of Spanish conquistadors’ encounters with Aztec communities, and the efforts of each side to accommodate itself to the “other”?  After elaborating this mutuality of otherness, the author analogizes; the dynamics of such inter-societal and cross-cultural experiences illuminate tensions in the play.  Thus, Othello’s jealousy results from the inner struggles of an outsider assimilated but insecure because of disparities between Venetians and Moors.  Of course, we need no account of Aztecs, their conquerors, and their civilizations to reiterate a cliché of Othello criticism.  But the author needs to resort to colonialism, to exploit the far away to explain the near at hand, thereby to display his scholarly hipness.  And have I not heard a fanciful paper on Macbeth as dramatizing a failed environmental policy?

I think that students enrolled in Shakespeare courses might well doubt the relevancy of foreign conquest, ecological collapse, or other bizarre excursions driven by the need to publish, to understanding his plays.  If the dynamics of professionalization creating a rift between research and teaching continue, they will widen it.  Research will become increasingly recherché, and teaching will become arid by reports on the arcane or the repetition of received opinion.

*   *   *

Politicization uses a political ideology to generate an interpretation of the humanities as a critique of society’s ills and injustices.  As such, it is the antithesis of the humanities, for it focuses, not on people, but on examples or polities.  It became the modality of young professors and graduate students in the humanities who revolted against the status quo during and since the Vietnam War.  They believed that they might better serve society, not by exploring works in the humanities to explain their presentations of the human condition, but by exposing their representations of the politically determined distribution of power in forms best known in a tetrad of topics: gender, race, class, and colonialization.  New Historicism was, and Presentism is, the framework for using these templates to analyze and assess literature in terms of current political concerns.  Their motivating principle: only as people recognize and understand the pervasive presence and adverse effects of the unequal distribution of power within society can they work with any hope of making it egalitarian and democratic.  One non-negligible problem is that research and teaching to this end, though they might serve to inform scholars, might also serve, hypocritically, to indoctrinate students captured in classrooms and graded on coursework.  I submit that professors are not entitled to impose their political opinions on students.

I also submit that they are likely unqualified to offer sensible political instruction to anyone.  Sean Wilnetz scathes English professors who, “in a tone of serene authority,” address subjects beyond their competence.  A striking instance is David Scott Kastan’s reading of Macbeth in his Shakespeare after Theory, a last-ditch defense of New Historicism.  Kastan argues that Macbeth’s claim to the throne is better than Malcolm’s because Macbeth is a king legitimized by observance of formalities.  Thus, he approves a title got by force and fraud, defies the text (Macduff declares Malcolm king “for so thou art” by birthright), ignores contemporary commonplaces of historical and political discourse, and defies common law (and common sense): the traditional concept of the “true king,” the concern to identify and invest that king, the accepted distinction between true and false kings, and the related distinction between valid and invalid titles.

However those in English departments might receive it, those outside them would be appalled by this cynical, skewed political reading of Macbeth.  If they were to read such stuff in one article or book after another, they would be appalled by this abuse of the humanities to advance a political ideology presumably, but arguably not, progressive or liberal.  They would be amused or annoyed by professors self-deluded by their sense of superior moral and political judgment, and possible real-world influence of their literary criticism about the ways and whys, rights and wrongs, of society’s distribution of power.

The inevitable question is whom beyond ivied walls and ivory towers these scholars address.  Scholars in libraries and students in classrooms may be receptive or captive audiences, respectively, but I can imagine no other audience for academic publications or pronouncements of a political kind.  Even when reported in the New York Times, the ritual resolutions of the Modern Language Association on war and peace, poverty, injustice, climate change—its list of worthy causes is far longer—are routinely belittled or ignored.  At most, these scholars have established a sensitivity to, and encouraged standards of, political correctness, to the amusement or annoyance of the multitude.  They have done this much, they have not done much more.

My experience tells me that most people know nothing of Shakespeare studies and care nothing about what scholars think that Shakespeare thought or what his works mean with respect to important issues today.  “What did (or would) Shakespeare say” is not a pressing question.  As a consultant who often addressed public policy issues in technical fields, I found clients surprised that an English Ph.D. with a dissertation on Shakespeare could assist them.  Some were curious, some discussed Shakespeare with me during breaks or after hours, but none expected me to bring the Bard’s wisdom to bear on the work at hand, and I would not have known how to do so.

*   *   *

The modern world needs the humanities more than ever.  As people adjust to the technologies which enable and encourage global communication and transportation, they need a greater understanding of other peoples—I do mean them as “other”—and a better ability to interact with them.  The study of the humanities, literature, and not least Shakespeare can develop both that understanding and that ability.

For the humanistic enterprise purposes to understand others’ experience of, and response to, life expressed in works of literature, the better to understand our experience.  It requires us to address, analyze, and assess their personae as people in cultural and historical contexts.  As in literature, so in life; knowledge and skills used to understand works of literature are not very different from those used to understand other people.

We should expect research and teaching in the humanities to focus on the human and, from a humanistic perspective, to ask three basic questions: who are the personae, what do they say or do, and what does it mean in contemporary, not modern, terms.  To answer them, we must not filter the personae, neither seek similarities nor screen out differences, not exploit, but explain, in what ways they are like and unlike us, thereby to render them intelligible to us.  Not surprisingly, this approach to humanistic study amounts to a return to the traditional approach of humanistic study, with its primary emphasis on character, plot, and theme; and its secondary emphasis on genre and on cultural and historical context as aids to interpretation.

  In teaching and researching Shakespeare, scholars should not try to colonialize and convert this dramatist of a different time and place by making him an “early modern” who anticipates, perhaps approves, our interests, concerns, or commitments today.  Instead, they should endeavor to understand him in his terms and thereby train others, scholars and students as well as the public, to address his “other.”  They should also return to two fundamentals of communication: audience and purpose.  They must not think that research addresses other professors only and that teaching addresses students only.  If they do, research risks repeating itself or producing erudite trivia or irrelevancies, and teaching risks regurgitating “school solutions.”  To avoid these risks, we should satisfy scholarly standards yet address a mixed audience with fresh insights.

Scholars who research and teach the humanities may find that their students can return them to the text and reinvigorate their reading.  Students remain, well and alas, students, but they also change over time.  What they know or not matters less than how they perceive themselves, others, and the world in which they have lived and will live.  In the classroom, scholars should encourage them to do as scholars themselves (should) do—ask questions, challenge authority, and read inclusively.  I know that my students did so and thereby inspired my research and my teaching.
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